The commerce between the Roman Empire and the East was a Á ourishing one. From the far East came silk, spices and other similar goods. This commerce has frequently been described as a trade in luxuries, the result of decadent tastes and desires, especially of the Roman élites. We should, however, be careful in applying terms such as 'luxury goods' indiscriminately to these items. Some goods were indeed luxury goods, but on many occasions these commodities had medicinal or religious applications.
At the height of the Roman imperial age, several main ports were operating on the Red Sea coast. Although most of these were built by the Ptolemies and the Nabateans, it was the Romans who greatly expanded their economic importance. Many literary sources help to reconstruct how this 'harbour system' worked during the À rst two centuries A.D.: the most important are Strabo's Geography, Pliny's Naturalis Historia, Ptolemy's Geography and, particularly the anonymous Periplus Maris Erythraei. According to Ptolemy's Geography, these ports were from north to south Clysma, Philoteras, Myos Hormos, Leukos Limen, Nechesia and Berenike (on the Egyptian side); and Aila and Leuke Kome (on the Arabian side). 6 So, starting at the Egyptian coast, the À rst port was Clysma, located at the northernmost point on the Red Sea, very close to modern Suez. It was founded in the Ptolemaic age, but was apparently not greatly utilized before the end of the second century A.D. 7 The site of the Ptolemaic town of Philoteras has not been yet discovered. Strabo says that it was located before the "hot, salt springs", 8 which seem to point to a place not far from Aïn Sukhna (Hot Spring) some 50 km south of modern Suez. Several modern scholars suggest that it is possibly situated to the south of the modern port of Safaga. 9 Various sources, furthermore, attribute a leading role in the Erythrean trade to Myos Hormos. It is signiÀ cant that in the Periplus Maris Erytraei only two ports on the Egyptian coast are mentioned: Myos Hormos and Berenike. 10 The location of Myos Hormos was established in the last years as modern Quseir al-Qadim. 11 We have no idea about the location of Leukos Limen or its real importance. Apart from Ptolemy, no literary source mentions it. Recently it was suggested that the great geographer made a mistake, duplicating the name of a harbour on the Arabian coast (Leuke Kome), while he was writing the list of the Egyptian ports. 12 Nechesia has never been positively identiÀ ed, but according to a recent theory it could be located at Marsa Nakari. The excavations at Marsa Nakari however have brought to light an imperial and Byzantine town, but not a Hellenistic one. This is incompatible with the fact that Nechesia was founded in the Ptolemaic age. So, at the moment, we must wait for new archaeological campaigns. 13 On the other hand, it is certain that ancient Berenike is modern Ras Benas.
14 It was founded by Ptolemy II, in 275 B.C., and was, especially by the mid-À rst century A.D., one of the two busiest and most important harbours on the Egyptian Red Sea coast. 15 For that period, we know there was a customs house at Berenike, and that taxes were levied upon the items (especially wine) travelling out of the Empire to India. 16 The Arabian coast was under the control of the Nabatean Kingdom until the second century A.D., but its economy was strongly tied with the Roman trade. According to Ptolemy, there were two ports: Aila and Leuke Kome. The À rst one (modern 'Aqaba) is mentioned in some ancient sources for its involvement in the spice trade from South Arabia; 17 we get information about a trade link between Aila and the East for the À rst time from Eusebius of Caesarea. 18 Leuke Kome, more or less in front of Myos Hormos, was also involved in the incense trade from Arabia. The zenith of Leuke Kome was between the À rst century B.C. and the À rst century A.D., then its importance decreased constantly, especially after the unlucky Aelius Gallus' expedition.
It should be clear that, between the À rst and second centuries A.D., the mainstay of the Roman harbour system on the Red Sea was Myos Hormos and Berenike. We have to take into account that in the north of the Red Sea there are continuous strong winds from north to south. These winds made it very difÀ cult for the sailors to travel from the south to the north. 20 This can partly explain the reason why these southern ports were so successful: it was more convenient for the cargoes from India to berth at the southernmost point they could, even if consequently the cargo had to be transported by land (along the Egyptian Eastern desert) up to Alexandria, which could make prices rise too much. This disadvantage could be skipped by using the port of Coptos, on the Nile river. It was a sort of link between the two southern ports and Alexandria. The importance of this town is attested by Strabo, who calls it ȀμƱɝƲƫưƮ: there, the items from India, Arabia and Ethiopia arrived. 21 Goods coming to Myos Hormos and Berenike were carried to Coptos through caravan roads that crossed the Egyptian Eastern desert. There they were collected, registered, taxed, 22 and then sent to Alexandria via the Nile. 23 During 2003, through a series of archaeological campaigns in the Farasan islands, fragments were found of an inscription (dated to 144 A.D.) attesting the presence of a Roman garrison (a vexillatio of the Legio II Traiana Fortis) on this island. 24 The Farasan archipelago is very far from the Roman boundaries (around 1.000 km from the Egyptian limes), so one should imagine that the only possible aim to keep a garrison so far (out of the Empire) was to control trade in the southern Red Sea. It might also be supposed that on this island there was some sort of small customs house (to collect taxes on the items that were imported into the Empire), although this cannot be proved. It would seem reasonable to think that Farasan's post was linked to Berenike (maybe with its customs house). 25 To conclude, we can be sure that for more than two centuries the Red Sea southern ports were the spine of the Roman Red Sea harbour system.
There is considerable evidence that the Erythrean trade suffered a marked downturn in the later third century, and there is good reason to believe that the volume of commerce passing through the Red Sea ports declined signiÀ cantly at this time. The archaeological evidence for such a decline is generally negative: there are very few À nds that could be related to the later third century. 26 The intestine wars, the external pressure, and the economic crisis of the third century had a damaging effect on the Eastern long-distance trade. It has already been noted that trade was prosperous when the Empire was at peace, that is, from the later À rst century B.C.; consequently, it should hardly come as a surprise that internal warfare in the third century had damaged this trade. Similarly, the uncontrolled inÁ ation which gripped the Roman world during the latter part of the third century damaged international commerce, in so far as the buying power of Roman currency collapsed.
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In addition, the serious inÁ ation greatly reduced the ability of citizens to purchase luxury goods.
However, the Red Sea trade gradually recovered. Possibly, this was the result of the new stability of the Roman currency, after Diocletian's and Constantine's reforms. 28 But the Roman recovery took place in a changed background. By the fourth century A.D., looking at the economic and political map of the Red Sea, one could spot several changes. First of all, the mainstay of the Roman harbour system moved to the north. used by the end of the second century, 29 while the decline of Berenike was only temporary: we have only little evidence relating to the third century, even if this harbour was clearly used again in the fourth and À fth centuries, never reaching the levels of the À rst and the second. 30 As we will see, the main role was now played by the northern ports: À rst of all Aila and Clysma, but also other smaller harbours, such as {Abu Shaxar and Jotabe.
{Abu Shaxar was a fort town located very close to the coast; an inscription discovered during the excavations informs us that the fort was built around 309-311 A.D. 31 It also makes clear that {Abu Shaxar was part of a limes.
32 From this fortress, the garrisons could monitor the movements of potentially troublesome desert tribes such as the Blemmyes, 33 and patrolled the various desert routes leading to and from {Abu Shaxar. 34 That the fortress had a patrolling function for the trade routes is attested by the word mercator which appears in a fragment of another inscription. 35 An ostrakon dated at the sixth century shows a man who calls himself ȜƮƦƫƬưƱƭƧɟƴƵƩƳ:
36 a clear attestation that the commercial exchanges passing through {Abu Shaxar directed to the East were still lively during the sixth century A.D. There is not much information from the ancient sources about Jotabe: we do not know the exact position of the island, even if it is clear that it was in the Gulf of {Aqaba.
37 Nevertheless, we have some data that we can consider to be certain: on the island, at least between the À fth and the sixth century, there was a customs house, where taxes were levied upon the items getting from the East into to the Empire. 38 We can also suggest that the customs house of Jotabe was closely related not only with Aila, but also with Clysma. 39 To sum up: it seems clear that by the fourth century A.D. East trade in the Red Sea was centred on two principal ports (Clysma and Aila); in addition, there was an island ( Jotabe), that functioned as a customs house. To complete this system, some military forts ({Abu Shaxar was only one link of a chain) kept the trade safe and regular.
Such a scenario is no doubt symmetric to the scenario of the À rst and second centuries A.D. Although the names have changed, the roles remained the same. During late antiquity, the two ports that were the mainstay of the Erythrean harbour system, Myos Hormos and Berenike, were replaced by Clysma and Aila. Linked to Berenike, there was the post at Farasan islands, from where the commercial trafÀ c in the south of the Red Sea was controlled and where there was (maybe) a sort of customs house; this role is now played by Jotabe island. The symmetry is nearly perfect. But why did such a change happen? Usually, modern scholars have identiÀ ed the third century warfare, that led to the collapse of the southern system, as the origin of this shift to the north. In fact, if we assume that the southern ports were irreparably destroyed (as will be explored below), we must infer that the Romans were forced to exploit the northern ports, which were still working. 37 Starting by the testimony of Procopius (Bellum Persianum 1. 19. 3) that the island was no more then 1000 stades from Aila, some scholars have tried to identify the ancient Jotabe with TirÊn, in the Gulf of {Aqaba, but the archaeological investigations at TirÊn brought to light no À nds that could be related to a This reconstruction, however, is not sound, for several reasons. The À rst objection is a methodological one. It is not correct to explain every change which occurred between the second and fourth century as a mechanical consequence of the crisis, denying any possibility that Roman initiative and talent could have worked out an efÀ cient answer to a difÀ cult situation. Thus, the traditional reconstruction of the change is based on the assumption that Diocletian deÀ nitely destroyed Coptos around the end of the third century. 40 Since Coptos was the main link to the Mediterranean Sea, one inclines to think that its collapse affected also Myos Hormos and Berenike.
The archaeological excavations clearly show that this scenario is not realistic. In fact, Myos Hormos had already started its decline at the end of the second century A.D. Furthermore, Berenike, after a period of crisis during the third century, came back into use, even if not in her previous role. If Coptos had actually been destroyed, it would no longer have been convenient to use a harbour such as Berenike, since it had no direct link to the Mediterranean Sea.
Recent excavations show beyond any doubt that Coptos was never destroyed by Diocletian. 41 Of course, this town suffered consequences of the tetrarchic military reactions, but it was not destroyed. 42 The eclipse of Coptos therefore, was only temporary, and it coincides with the crisis of Berenike. So, when Coptos recovered, Berenike also came back into use. We can clearly see that any hypothesis based on the destruction of Coptos is not sound, so an alternative might be suggested.
We know that in the fourth century A.D. the core of the Erythrean harbour system was in the north. This was also characteristic of the following centuries, and we cannot explain it by assuming that Coptos was destroyed. We can imagine that the temporary eclipse of the southern ports gave of course an impulse to the development of the northern ports. But maybe this development had already started earlier. hypothesis is correct, we have to assume that the crisis of the southern ports improved capacities already existing, but not yet used.
Clysma was connected by Trajan, through a navigable canal, to the Nile (near Babylon) and, then, to Alexandria. 43 This channel speeded up travel from the Mediterranean Sea to the Red Sea: 44 nevertheless, it did not help the town to increase its prosperity before the fourth century, when we have clear attestations of the leading role of Clysma in the area. Unfortunately, the archaeological investigations of the site yielded inconclusive results. 45 Instead, the documentary and literary evidence give a coherent picture. As we have just seen, the papyri show us that the canal functioned until the Arab age, 46 while the literary sources tell about the wealth of the town and its role as a great port of trade, to which ships from India came.
The development of Aila started under Diocletian, who transferred the Legio X Fretensis there from Jerusalem. 48 Recent archaeological investigations show that its prosperity grew during late antiquity, until the Arab conquest. 49 The most interesting information coming out of the excavations is the close connection between Aila and the Axumite port of Adulis, 50 an argument that will be dealt with below. Like Clysma, Aila is also remembered by the literary sources as an important port of trade with East in late antiquity. 51 So, the question is: why did the Romans prefer to use the northern ports after the third century? One may argue that, at the outset, this course was triggered by the eclipse of the southern ports. But even when Coptos and Berenike came back into use their role had become a secondary one. Something changed, which made it more convenient to continue to use the northern ports.
As we have already seen, the volume of commerce passing through the Red Sea ports declined signiÀ cantly during the third century. In that period, the Romans lost their role in controlling trade with the East. It is not a coincidence that, when queen Zenobia of Palmyra became independent from Rome, she annexed Egypt and Arabia to her kingdom, to better control the Eastern trade. After Zenobia's fall, the lack of control in the Eastern provinces was more evident.
In such a critical period, some peoples greatly increased their own role in the East trade at Rome's expense: Sassanians, Arab Hymiarites, and Ethiopic Aksumites. Particularly the latter were able to integrate themselves into the Roman economic system. 52 The powerful Aksumite kingdom sent ships to India and collected Eastern items at Adulis, the main port (and capital city) of the kingdom. The ancient sources tell us that Roman traders went there to buy Indian items. Thus, Roman needs were partly satisÀ ed by Aksum. It was now not convenient to use any southern port (like Berenike) to travel to Adulis: this option forced to a long trip along the Eastern desert. From the harbours of Aila or Clysma, travel by sea was deÀ nitely cheaper, even if it was necessary to sail against the winds that blew in the north. It is worth remembering that some scholars have noticed that, in late antiquity, there is a remarkable ignorance about the geography of India. 53 This phenomenon could be explained, among others reasons, by assuming that there was only very limited direct travel of Roman sailors to India.
On these last points, an objection could be raised. As seen, sailing from south to north in the Red Sea was very difÀ cult for Roman ships, equipped with their square sail. How could this problem be resolved? No doubt, the best solution was to use a lateen sail that could allow ships sail close to the wind. Unfortunately, our information about the age in which this kind of sail was introduced is inadequate. Nevertheless, we can at least conÀ rm that the Romans, probably by the second century A.D., improved on a manoeuvre (already known, but not often used) which allowed a square sail to be turned into a sort of rough lateen sail when necessary. This arrangement made sailing in the north of the Red Sea simpler and, consequently, more convenient. 54 To conclude, it seems that the 'new system', emerging after the third century crisis, was efÀ cient, like the previous one: in the late Empire Romans imported many goods from the East, maybe also to a greater extent than in the early Empire. 55 It is, therefore, important to underline once more that the reorganization of the whole area in late antiquity was not simply a consequence of crisis, or of a period of decline. We saw that this change might already have started by the end of the second century A.D. (the period when Myos Hormos started declining), and we may assume that the troubles of the third century merely accelerated a development that was already on its way. At the same time, it is clear that such a new arrangement in the area was not only forced by negative circumstances, but was also the result of the talent for organisation, the spirit of adaptability and the technological progress, displayed by late Roman government and traders towards the changed general conditions.
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